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Interstate-5 snarls with traffic, caused by the high speed chase of an armed carjacker that was
successfully stopped by SPD without injury to anyone.  Because of the dangers, in August of 2003, the
SPD pursuit policy was changed to limit most high speed chases.

C R I M E T R E N D S

19

Violent crime rates continued downward
in 2003, decreasing a combined 4 percent
overall,  but  Seattle’s  property crime rates
increased in 2003, rising by a combined 9
percent.  The rise in property crimes was
most dramatically
seen during the first six
months of 2003, when
auto thefts increased
by 36 percent.

These early numbers
concerned Chief
Kerlikowske, who
asked Assistant Chief
Cindy Caldwell, Commander of the
Investigations Bureau, to address the
problem.  She decided to develop a pro-
active auto theft task force, and selected
Sgt. Gary Nelson to head it up.

Auto Thefts are a notoriously frustrating
crime to solve.  The rise and fall of auto
thefts often do not correlate with overall
crime patterns so it is hard to decipher
when a trend will appear and what
caused it.    In addition, sentencing
standards for car thefts are generally low,
so an offender would often have to be
convicted of seven or more car thefts
before they receive substantial sentences.

Rather than using traditional techniques
such as bait cars, or tracking individual car
thefts, Sgt. Nelson decided that it made
more sense to focus on the people most
actively involved in stealing cars.  Doing
research to define a “Top Ten” list of the
most notorious auto theft offenders, the
taskforce discovered that these offenders

are often involved in a number of other
types of crime.  It became clear that this
was about more than auto thefts, so the
taskforce was renamed the “Major Crimes
Task Force.”  Instead of arresting offenders

for individual
crimes, the task-
force interviewed
then  “investigated
and released”
suspects until
Detectives could
build a strong case
that would lead to
substantial jail time.

These investigative interviews were
conducted in casual settings, which made
suspects surprisingly willing to brag about
their exploits and name their accomplices.
One pair of suspects on the top ten list
informed detectives that in one 10-hour
period, they had stolen one car,
committed  21 car prowls, and committed
one residential burglary.

In the first month of operation, the
taskforce arrested five of its ten most
wanted, arrested 10 other suspects for a
variety of crimes, and recovered 25 stolen
vehicles.   Repeat offenders responsible
for a majority of car thefts were being sent
to jail, and word was getting out among
thieves that Seattle was no longer a good
place to steal cars.

By the end of the year, when the last six
months of 2003 were measured against
the same months in 2002, auto thefts had
declined by a total of 531 thefts, or 11
percent.

“The tremendous success of
the Major Crimes Taskforce
was due to the innovation
and commitment of the

team members.”

-Asst. Chief Cindy Caldwell

Editor_SPD
Please note:This last paragraph has been corrected from the original printed version which stated incorrectly that "auto thefts has declined by a total of 231thefts, an astonishing 52 percent."We regret the error.
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